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This paper discusses the issue of consumer trust from corporate brand perspective. The 
understanding of consumer trust is important as it allows the scholars to understand the reason why 
the consumers loyal to a certain brand or product. In essence, this paper highlights that scholars 
should focus on the source of consumer trust instead of questioning whether trust is important. 
Consequently, this paper argues that the source of consumer trust is embedded in the context of a 
study. 
 




Spanning two decades, corporate brand has emerged as a mature field in the branding literature. In the 
beginning, scholars have argued that corporate brand has two components: identity and image (Davies 
& Chun, 2002; Dutton & Dukerich, 1991; Hatch & Schultz, 2003). Corporate identity is internally 
developed through organizational culture, mostly focusing on managers or employees (Backhaus & 
Tikoo, 2004; Kowalczyk & Pawlish, 2002; Tarnovskaya, Elg, & Burt, 2008), therefore this identity is 
irrelevant for this paper. 
 
In describing organizational image, Dutton and Dukerich (1991) maintained that image is the 
individual’s sense of what the organization should stand for. Image includes management style 
(Bromley, 2000) and corporate logo (Heerden & Puth, 1995) that serve as a cognitive switch and 
trigger memory, linking the customer with the company. In this regard, image simply means the 
perception of the customer towards corporate brand (Davies & Chun, 2002), or implicitly ‘How we 
want others to see ourselves’ (Chun, 2005, p. 97). Consumers utilize corporate image to deduce the 
company’s business ethics (Creyer, 1997) as a symbol of credibility (Gürhan-Canli & Batra, 2004) 
and to gain trust (Park & Kim, 2003) in product purchasing. 
 
On the basis that corporate reputation leads to value creation for the company (Fearnley, 1993), 
reputation has received considerable attention from scholars (Gotsi & Wilson, 2001; Helm, 2007; 
Lewis, 2001). Fearnley (1993) metaphorically postulated that corporate reputation is the asset that 
stands for “the eye of the beholder”, therefore its impact on consumer buying behaviour should be 
exploited, not wasted. Poor reputation can be an obstacle for a company to build a strong brand (Page 
 





& Fearn, 2005). To build competitive brand/s, the company needs to implement products as well as 
operations differentiation strategy which finally strengthens its core competency in order for 
stakeholders to determine the company’s reputation (Sanchez & Sotorrio, 2007). Bromley (2000) 
explained that corporate reputation encompasses of a wide range of psychological domains including, 
among others, product attributes and cognitive effect (perception and memory). In sum, corporate 
reputation represents the perceptions held by all relevant stakeholders in the idiom “How others see 
us” (Chun, 2005). 
 
Literature Review 
Corporate brand as a field of study has a holistic connotation ranging from organisation (managers 
and employees as internal stakeholders), products, brands, the general public and consumers (external 
stakeholders) (Einwiller & Will, 2002). Scholars argue that corporate brand is company asset 
(Bickerton, 2000; Hatch & Schultz, 2001, 2003; Sichtmann, 2007). By focusing on building a strong 
corporate brand, a company can create differentiation and preference for a product or service in the 
mind of the customer (Knox & Bickerton, 2003). In a highly competitive marketplace, it is crucial for 
companies to link their brand entities, such as people, places, things or other brands to improve brand 
equity (Keller, 2003). Once the links between company and brand strengthen, the company is a brand 
(McEnally & de Chernatony, 1999). As Aaker (2004) argued, “corporate brands define that the firm 
will deliver and stand behind the offering that the customer will buy and use” (p. 6).  
 
The Impact of Brand Equity on Corporate Brand 
Consistent with McEnally and de Chernatony’s (1999) proposition, “once a brand reaches maturity, 
the company name is a brand”, hence, this paper emphasizes on a similar approach. Therefore, 
company, product and brand in this study are seen as the interpretation of corporate brand. Stephen 
King further argued that: 
A product is something that is made in a factory; a brand is something that is bought by a 
customer. A product can be copied by a competitor; a brand is unique. A product can be 
quickly outdated; a successful brand is timeless (King as cited in Aaker, 1991, p. 1).  
 
The timelessness of a brand is because it defines products (Sanderson & Uzumeri, 1995). In branding 
literature, the association between consumer, brand and product is encapsulated in “brand equity”. 
Keller (1993) explained that consumer-based brand equity has differential impact of brand knowledge 
on consumer response to the marketing of the brand, therefore impacting branding territory as a 
whole.  
  
Among the most important impacts of brand equity is brand uniqueness. As Leone et al. (2006) 
explain, “The power of a brand lies in the minds of the consumers and what they have experienced, 
learned, and felt about the brand over time” (p. 126). In this regard, to what extent a brand is 
considered unique is open to individual interpretation. For example, consumers prefer cigarette brands 
with personalities that match theirs (Maehle and Shneor, 2010). In another study, Fitzsimons et al. 
(2008) reported that brands have the power to illicit changes in behaviour. According to them, 
participants primed with Apple logos behave more creatively than IBM primed control, confirming 
that a brand has a personality like a human (Aaker, 1997). Likewise, Baltas and Saridakis (2009) 
maintained that brand-name affects the incremental value of a car via its brand name. For this reason, 
a brand is unique because it builds relationships between companies with customers (Shamma & 
Hassan, 2011) by the means of product differentiation.  
 
Brand equity also generates trust (Ambler, 1997; Keller & Lehmann, 2006). This trust basically 
occurs as the result of past experiences with the brand and is positively associated with brand loyalty 
(Delgado-Ballester & Munuera-Aleman, 2005). These experiences enable consumers to develop 
brand knowledge that affect their future purchases (Esch, Langner, Schmitt & Geus, 2006). Chaudhuri 
 





and Holbrook (2001) maintained that brand trust contributed to purchase loyalty as well as attitudinal 
loyalty, implying its important role in explaining market performance aspects of brand equity. In 
developing brand loyalty, Lau and Lee (1999) assert that consumer trust occurs as a result of brand 
characteristics, brand competence and brand performance. Trust assists consumers to visualize and 
understand products much better (Berry, 2000). More importantly, trust is a promise of benefits given 
by the company to their customers (Raggio, 2007), however, brand equity is a sign of the company’s 
ability to deliver their promise continuously. 
 
Another important aspect of brand equity is that it affects the perceived quality of a brand. Aaker 
(1991) identified perceived quality as one of the brand equity constructs. Perceived quality affects 
consumer preference for some brands more so than others (Tolba & Hassan, 2009). Smit and Bronner 
(2007) suggested that perceived quality elicits emotional bonds between consumers while brands 
creating brand relationship quality making some brands standout from the rest. A branded automobile 
such as Mercedes Benz is well accepted by consumers worldwide due to the strong association 
between the brand and quality car (Sohail, 2005).  
 
Besides creating uniqueness, trust and perceived quality, brand equity also stimulates brand 
associations. As Aaker (1997) maintained, brand has a personality like a human. According to her, 
personalities consist of sincerity, excitement, competence, sophistication and ruggedness (Aaker, 
1997). A strong, positive brand personality leads to more brand associations that are more favourable, 
unique, strong and congruent, thus enhancing brand equity (Freling & Forbes, 2005). Brand strengths 
associated with beliefs and values are the most powerful and most difficult to imitate (Ghodeswar, 
2008). Jami (2008) described brand association as “mental association”. For example, when the 
concept of “ice” is activated in working memory, automatically it is associated with “cold”. Likewise, 
when a brand is mentioned, it is automatically associated with “core brand associations” (John, 
Loken, Kim, & Monga, 2006, p. 562).     In sum, the core of brand equity is to generate consumer 
loyalty for the company (Aaker, 1996) because loyalty brings monetary value to the company through 
repeat purchasing (Wood, 2000) and eventually recruits new customers through word of mouth 
(Gauri, Bhatnagar, & Rao, 2008). 
 
Brand Trust and Consumer Response 
In general, the subject of trust has increasingly gaining considerable attention from academia and 
practitioners alike. Trust is important as the bridge between satisfaction and personal connection, 
transforming a positive transactional orientation toward a brand into an enduring personal, even 
committed relationship (Hess & Story, 2005).Thus trust in a brand is where a consumer willing relies 
on the brand in the face of risk because of expectations that the brand will cause positive outcomes 
(Lau & Lee, 1999). 
 
Practically, consumers build their trust on the quality of products (Gurviez & Korchia, 2003) and a 
company must provide the requisite level of product quality (Doney & Cannon, 1997). As consumers 
do not trust brands that show inconsistent quality (Lassar, Mittal & Sharma, 1995), trust is therefore 
fundamentally rooted in past experience with the brand (Delgado-Ballester & Munuera-Aleman, 
2005). Another way to obtain product quality is to rely on the company as a trust mechanism to judge 
quality (Singh & Sirdesmukh, 2000). 
 
Trust also relates to individual risk aversion (Matzler, Grabner-Krauter & Bidmon, 2008). As 
relationships develop and trust builds, risk will decrease (Mitchell, 1999). Lack of consumer trust is 
detrimental to a company as high levels of distrust can create an aversion towards the company (Singh 
&Sirdesmukh, 2000). As suggested by Morgan and Hunt (1994) companies can develop trust by 
providing resources, opportunities and benefits that are superior to the offerings of alternative partners 
and communicating valuable information, including expectations, market intelligence and evaluation 
of partner performance. 
 
 





In summary, trust is dynamic in nature (Ambler, 1997). Although customers may be satisfied with the 
company’s product/brand, over time they may acquire knowledge that facilitates independent 
evaluation about competence and benevolence of the company (Singh & Sirdesmukh, 2000). 
Likewise, the literature suggests that consumer trust has a strong link with satisfaction and loyalty 
(Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001; Delgado-Ballester & Munuera-Aleman, 2005; Taylor, Celuch & 
Goodwin, 2004), the two most desirable outcomes for any company.  
The above discussion indicates that trust is critical for consumers as well as companies. Sirdesmukh et 
al. (2002) have highlighted that, “the fundamental gaps remain in the understanding of the factors that 
build or deplete consumer trust and the mechanisms that might explain the process of trust 
enhancement or depletion in consumer-firm relationships” (p. 15). They also suggested that instead of 
asking if trust is important or whether trust matters, scholars should refocus their research on more 
critical questions such as “How can firms build trust?”, “What actions will deplete trust?” and “What 
factors mediate and/or moderate the influence of trust on loyalty?” (p. 33). We intent to accept these 
ideas by proposing that automotive awards are a possible factor in establishing trust among customers.  
 
Source of Trust in Automotive Industry Context: An example 
First the automotive award is presented by an independent body which implies “neutrality” and 
“credibility”. A study by Woodruff (1972) revealed that, consumer perceived neutral sources of 
information about brand reduced uncertainty more so than either market-dominated or consumer-
oriented sources. Biased information further jeopardizes people’s trust about the sources of 
information (Birnbaum & Stegner, 1979). Consumers use credible source to validate positive attitudes 
when integrity is questionable (Sternthal, Dholakia & Leavitt, 1978). In order to meet the vast series 
of interrelated behaviors (e.g. media search, interpersonal search and deliberative search component), 
consumers often rely on sources such as opinion leaders because they are perceived as having more 
information and knowledgeable about products (Stokburger-Sauer & Hoyer, 2009). In addition, 
certain professionals or those whose occupation is related to products, will rate highly in opinion 
leadership (Turnbull & Meenaghan, 1993). For example, in the automotive industry, automotive 
awards represent the “expert opinion” regarding the winning brand/model. Unbiased and neutral 
opinion is most welcomed by consumers. Ethically and legally, award committees must have no 
vested interest that may influence judgment on brands competing for the award. Thus in relation to 
expertise, automotive awards are more than qualified as a trusted source of information.  
 
Second awards can be a sort of “brand/product endorsement” toward company achievement in 
producing the finest quality cars, awarded by credible organizations operating in automotive-related 
businesses. The literature suggests that companies invest quite substantial amounts of money for their 
brand to be endorsed by a celebrity (Tripp, Jensen & Carlson, 1994) or professional bodies 
(Daneshvary & Schwer, 2000). Scholars have suggested that empirical evidence showed that celebrity 
endorsement is one of the most profitable advertising strategies (Agrawal & Kamakura, 1995). As 
part of business practice, however professional bodies also take part in product or brand 
endorsements. For example, the National Cancer Institute’s recommendation is 20 to 30 gram of fibre 
per day (printed on the back panel of the Kellogg’s All Bran cereal box) (Tobin, Dwyer & Gussow, 
1992).  In a broad sense, endorsement operates as a process of “transfer” from the endorser via the 
company’s product to consumers (McCracken, 1989). 
 
Using an experimental method, Dean and Biswas (2001) found that third party endorsement (TPO) 
was particularly effective in enhancing respondents’ perceptions of quality. They defined TPO as 
“product advertising that incorporates the name of a TPO and a positive evaluation of the advertised 
product that is attributed to the TPO” (p. 42). Feng et al. (2008) added that when a TPO was honest 
and endorsed by a few high quality companies, that endorsement was a signal of high quality. Again, 
reflecting on the literature on brand/product endorsement, it suggests that endorsement is beneficial to 
companies to convince their potential customers of high product quality. Arguably, by shaping 
consumer perception about quality products, the company is able to gain consumer trust. Trust is a 
 





necessary component that binds two parties, moderates risk, and implicitly guarantees future benefits 
(Chow & Holden, 1997).  
 
In the automotive industry, awards such as The Best Car of The Year, The Most Economical Car of 
The Year, The Safest Car in The Category, The Best Model of Small Car of The Year and The 
Trusted Brand of The Year, just to name a few, resonate with quality cars produced by winning 
companies.  
 
Ambler (1997) maintained that trust is central in brand/customer relationships. Therefore, in order to 
enjoy the substantial competitive and economic advantages provided by brand equity as a relational 
market-based asset, companies must build brand trust (Delgado-Ballester & Munuera-Aleman, 2005) 
among existing consumers in order to get their support for future product development. Subsequently, 
trust is absorbed into brand equity (Raggio, 2007).  
 
As Dutton and Dukerich (1991) described, image is the individual’s sense of what the organization 
should “stand for” (p. 550).  Therefore in connecting trust with image, trust has to be earned beyond 
just producing good quality products or services (Blackston, 2000). Thus automotive awards, for 
example, not only contribute to the image of the company by presenting customers with a strong and 
excellent company that produces high quality cars, but most importantly, establishes customer trust. 
However, we point out that only a customer who trusts in terms of neutrality, credibility, quality is 
impacted by awards won by companies.  
 
Conclusion 
The basis of this paper emphasizes that the notion of corporate brand includes company name, brands 
and products. In line with this idea, we suggest that corporate brand (corporate image and reputation) 
is actually being projected by a company to consumers in the form of “brand equity” that later 
motivates them to purchase products from a specific company. Therefore, brand equity such as brand 
uniqueness, trust, perceived quality and loyalty project the meaning of corporate brand through image 
and reputation from a consumer standpoint. In addition, trust also plays important role in determining 
products or services success in the era of globalization with advance telecommunication technology in 
progress. 
We would suggest that more research should be done regarding the sources of consumer trust should 
be well accepted by the academia. We have showed in this paper that source of trust is known as 
context dependent; therefore, automotive awards could be the source of trust in automotive context or 
industry, for example. Thus, we urge the scholars in marketing and branding to do more research in 
the subject of trust in a telecommunication and fast moving product life cycle industry such as 
computer or mobile phone industry. 
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